Postnatal differentiation of Leydig cells in the rabbit testis.
After the gradual disappearance of fetal Leydig cells in the first week after birth, the interstitial tissue of the rabbit testis is composed principally of undifferentiated mesenchymal cells between one and five weeks of age. Also present during this time are scattered partially differentiated cells with oval-shaped nuclei, prominent nucleoli and abundant cytoplasm. These cells exhibit some of the cytoplasmic features of steroid-secreting cells, but extensive development of smooth endoplasmic reticulum and the grouped perivascular arrangement of characteristic of fully differentiated Leydig cells are not present. The latter features appear at five weeks of age, indicating the formation of mature Leydig cells at that time. By seven weeks, the bulk of the interstitial tissue consists of Leydig cell aggregates, typical of the appearance in adult testis. Since spermatogonial mitoses first appear at seven to eight weeks of age, the findings indicate that Leydig cell differentiation precedes the onset of spermatogenesis.